I investigated the short-term regulation of parental provisioning rate in blue tits by videotaping the parents at the nest. An additional feeding experiment allowed a comparison between the behaviour of parents rearing their brood under normal and supplemented feeding conditions. Videotaping revealed that parents changed their provisioning rate as an immediate response to the absence of begging by chicks. When chicks did not beg for food, the parents solicited them with a particular call to make them open their beaks. Parents spent significantly longer away from the nest immediately after uttering these feeding calls. Provisioning rate returned to the usual levels as soon as the chicks started begging again, but supplemented parents took less time to do so than controls (i.e. parents not provided with additional food). Changes in provisioning rate had effects on both the type and size of prey brought to the brood. Females often responded to low brood demand by returning to the nest without food. Foodsupplemented parents, but not controls, took larger larvae when they stayed away from the nest for longer. This suggests that parents in the supplemented group could use more time to reach good feeding sites or, more probably, increase their prey selectivity. Blue tits continually monitored the begging behaviour of their offspring and responded accordingly by adjusting their feeding rate, with immediate consequences for prey choice.
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Life history theory predicts that parental effort is regulated so that the costs and benefits of current reproduction are balanced to maximize lifetime reproductive success (Roff 1992; Stearns 1992) . Parents must make decisions throughout the breeding cycle about how much effort to put into reproduction and how much into self-maintenance. When the offspring are well fed, it does not pay to maintain a high feeding effort; conversely, hungry offspring need an increased feeding rate. In birds, a number of observational and experimental studies have found a relationship between chick demand and parental effort, primarily in terms of parental provisioning rate (PPR; e.g. Henderson 1975; Bengtsson & Rydén 1983; Hussell 1988; Stamps et al. 1989; Dijkstra et al. 1990; Yasukawa et al. 1993; Price & Ydenberg 1995; Leonard & Horn 1996 ) and experimental manipulation of brood size changes feeding rates (Nur 1984; Smith et al. 1988; Wright & Cuthill 1990; Conrad & Robertson 1992; Rytkönen et al. 1996) . Food-begging behaviour of nestlings appears to be the main signal that parents use to assess the current need of the offspring. While it is unclear whether begging behaviour is an honest signal of need (Godfray 1991 (Godfray , 1995 review in Kilner & Johnstone 1997) , parents nevertheless respond to begging levels. Experimental manipulations of begging intensity with recorded vocalizations have often shown an increased provisioning rate relative to unmanipulated situations (Bengtsson & Rydén 1983; Harris 1983; Ottosson et al. 1997; Burford et al. 1998; Price 1998) . The majority of studies have not reported the exact moment when the parents react to the artificial or natural stimulus, but some have shown an immediate response by the parents. Captive zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, increased the frequency of regurgitation as soon as begging calls were played (Muller & Smith 1978) and tree swallow, Tachycineta bicolor, parents responded to an increased begging intensity by immediately reducing the time to the next visit to the nest (Leonard & Horn 1996) .
Besides visiting rate, the size and type of food items are also important components of provisioning effort. If a parent is able to deliver large food loads to the nest, fewer foraging bouts per time unit are needed to meet the brood's requirements. This is strongly influenced by the quality of both the territory (e.g. Royama 1966; van Balen 1973) and the forager. However, prey size is also related to the time budget of the forager. To obtain a large item, and therefore to increase selectivity, more time is needed as
